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Two cactus-forms flew Lillian to the top of the first tower, with no thought to shielding her from their spikes. I winced in sympathy as I observed.

The tower waited for her.

It reached higher than the top spikes of the dragon's abode, which loomed nearby. The stone of its walls shimmered—or maybe that was the heat, luring watchers down paths they wouldn't return from. 

The top of the structure was flat. The cactus-forms landed, and spoke three words in a language Lillian didn't yet know, though I did. Two further spike-jabs on Lillian's lower arms released drops of blood to land on the top of the tower, appeasing it, and a trapezoidal panel slid open. The cactus-forms lowered her inside.

Inside was a platform, only wide enough for four small paces in any direction. Seven windows encircled the top of the tower, sketching Lillian's shadow on the platform, though her outline spilled over the sides.

And from the very base to a hands-length below her platform, the tower was full of sand.

There was a dragon in the desert, and he needed water.

Water, in such a place, meant power. 

The people kept within the lines of his desert tended to dry up past the point of usefulness without it.

There was also a girl in the desert, the sort of girl people sometimes forgot about. 

The dragon had lost his arch magician sometime before. That august personage had been lured away by a better offer from another dragon. Dragons play their games of borders and powers and politics just as any other creatures do. We simply have a bigger game board. 

Have you already forgotten about the girl? 

A common mistake.

Of course there was a girl. Dragons and girls go together like foolish hopes and spilled entrails.

The dragon put the word out that he had this need, but quietly, for he had a reputation and a dragon who pretends not to care about their reputation is lying, as sure as light plays off every scale on their body. But the word went out, and traveled further and further, until it reached a man who was the father of the girl. 

This girl, Lillian, had long ago realized she inspired forgetfulness. She had learned to use that forgetfulness to her own gain. And so Lillian went to the fortress of the dragon, the nexus of his influence in this span of the world, and raised her voice, and offered her services.

I was nearby and caught the reverberations of her voice as they bounced through the desert. While my curse meant I could not stray beyond the borders of the dragon's holdings, thankfully not even this curse could remove my scales. For in my scales rested my magic. 

Dragon scales reflect more than light. They will catch sounds for you, if you know how to dig into the threads of the world and direct them your way. They'll catch memories and time and all the truths human minds don't understand. While I no longer look anything like my true form, I have retained all of my knowledge, and much of my ability, though not enough to free myself from these confines. I have been caught in this game we dragons play. Look deep enough in our lore and you'll find a million different stories as to who controls the pieces.

Lillian went to the dragon's fortress and told him what she had to say. He was a dragon whose powers tended towards flame, and he sent waves of heat in her direction, but she did not waver.

"You think yourself adequate to the task?" the dragon hissed. As always during audiences, he stood behind finely woven draperies that only hinted at his true form, to make it easier for his subjects to view him as terrible and incomprehensible.

She nodded.

"You can turn the sand to water?"

"Yes." 

At the dragon's command she was seized by cactus-forms and borne aloft toward the place of her testing.

And there by herself in the tower, she looked down at the sand, and then she raised her head to stare out through the windows. And with her voice and her will and knowledge I never thought her to have at the time, she called for a different sort of dragon.

I heard her, oh yes I heard her. Her command echoed off the plates of my scales and the vibrations called me until I joined her on the platform, making it even more perilously small. I could not resist her command. I should have known then the kind of power this indicated. 

I did not think it possible, and in that I am guilty of the same forgetfulness so many others have fallen to.

When she saw me, her face twisted, as I knew her thoughts must twist as well.

"I called for a storm dragon." 

"Congratulations."

"You're an armadillo."

"I'm currently stuck in the form of an armadillo. You think one of these animals would understand the kind of command you just sent out into the world?"

Her expression altered and I saw her gain a piece of knowledge about herself. She smiled, though it quickly cooled. "The powerful storm dragon I commanded can't get himself out of the armadillo body he's stuck in?"

"I'm working on it."

Her eyes narrowed and I felt a coldness that had no place in this part of the world. She smiled, and it was a smile I'd felt in that audience chamber, a smile that nearly had charmed the dragon, uncharmable though we are known to be, and I considered whether pitching myself into the mercy of the sands would be a wiser choice than continuing this conversation. Never mind it was never my choice to begin with.

"Help me." Her voice was honeycomb, sweet and deep and liable to get me lost in its geometry. "Help me, and I'll give you back your name."

Come on. You would've helped her too.

Names are more complicated than you think. They are things of three parts. Even the strongest of us are weaker than sand against wind when the deepest part of us is taken.

There is the name of your past, your ancestors and those who came before you.

There is the name of your descendants, those yet to come. 

Dragons are canny enough to move between times, the connections of our scales reflecting back and outward what is needed, deepening our minds without realizing it. And as our scales form from those who came before us, so they will form those who come after.

And then there is a name that is you. You as you are in this moment, just now. Your own cycle of living and dying and breathing and screaming and rejoicing, the inner core of who you are, so encompassing it almost makes up for the lack of the other two.

Almost.

How did she know all of this, this human? I didn't know. I barely know now.

Turning sand into water isn't so hard if you know what you're doing. This is true of turning most anything into most anything else. I knew, as the result of seventeen decades sequestered in the dragon sanctums, under supervision of the most exalted transmogrifiers of our kind. So I let the light in the air ripple off my scales, sending out the notes I needed to work my will.

The tower filled with water, lapping at the platform's edge, darkening the edges like blood seeping from a wound into surrounding flesh. There was light and heat, and the dragon appeared high above the tower as simultaneously the panel moved and the cactus-forms flew Lillian back up through the top. I ordered my scales to shroud me, hiding inside the tower as though I were no more than water myself. The dragon landed on the tower's edge, his marrow-mages surrounding him like barnacles on the hide of a sea beast.

"I have done what you asked!" Lillian twitched her hands and the sides of the tower transluced, revealing the water shuddering inside. A sound revealed the audience clustered around the tower's base, drawn by the promise of the miracle Lillian presided over, with all the pride due her.

And what show of power! Surely, I saw in their faces, if she could make such sturdy stone a thing to see through, the water must've been no trouble at all! And I knew she lied, for I had turned that sand into water, yet I wanted to believe her, so compelling was she in her pride.

But mostly I wanted the whole thing over and done with so I could get my name and be gone.

"You have done as I asked," the dragon rumbled.

"Make me your arch magician." Hunger spilled out of her words, and once again I wondered just who the hell was this desert-tossed person? How would anyone ever manage to forget her? This girl who dared challenge the great dragon of this part of the desert. 

Yet at the same time the dragon's scales gleamed, hinting at his thoughts. Our scales do not only reflect the prey we are about to devour. This is the thing about dragons that people forget.

I watched his scales carefully. A tower full of water is not nothing, but even less is it everything. All water is eventually gone, to the people or to the air or sheer waste. One tower, one display of strength that all other dragons would notice, was not enough. It would never be enough. Not with our gameboard as tumultuous as it was.

"Tomorrow!" he roared, turning outwards towards his subjects, toward the desert aching with thirst. And more towers rose up, three of them this time, their tops connected with a thin walkway, shielded only by a casing of stone which looked like it would survive nothing more than a harsh breath, forming a fragile triangle in the air.

"They shall be filled with sand and you shall turn them to water as well!"

With the barest motion from him, the cactus-forms grabbed her and, though the force of her anger rippling through the world made me nauseous, they were off, winging their spiked limbs towards the fortress.

I found her later, once it was safer to approach the palace and I ascertained they'd left her alone for the night. The room she was in was full of spikes and cactus flesh winding their way around the outline of the window and the door. I sensed thick enchantments of suffocating sand encasing the far sides of the roof and the floor should she tried to escape through one of those.

"I will need your help tomorrow" was the first thing she said. She seemed to ignore all the spikes and barriers, though I knew if they truly did not matter to her she would already have broken from their hold.

"You promised me my name!"

"When I am the arch mage—"

"I can get it from somebody else."

"Really."

"You're not the only magician in the world," I bluffed. There had been other name workers before. There would be more.

There had to be more.

She stepped toward me, though later I realized this was only for show. She could have done what she wanted lying down in a different room with her eyes close and her ears muffled. But she had learned to use the forgetfulness she inspired, and she had learned to observe while shrouded in that disguise.

"Then here," she whispered, "have your name."

I had underestimated her, hoping she would give me all of my name at once, that she wouldn't know enough to know the truth of our three names and more, how to split them apart. 

"I will give you part of it." She knelt, bracing herself against the floor with the tips of her fingers. "And I will give you the rest once you have helped me again."

I should have said no. You never get anything without giving something in return. Dragons know this, and name workers even more fiercely.

Yet I did not leave, and I did not protest, and finally I nodded, unable to lie to myself or to her.

So she gave me the first part of my name, a wave of past and remembrance and fractured memory needing the perspective of times present and future to properly piece together, still incomplete. Yet unfinished as it was, it roiled inside my heart and my head like the lashings of the storm-bedeviled sea, and I fell into the maelstrom with the willingness of first flight.

One phrase lingered at the edges of my understanding, like a bell that tolls the hour no matter how you wish you could slow time. Something not of my memories. Her voice.

"I'll see you tomorrow night."

What could I do? The towers waited, as did the rest of me.

This curse, this new body that no one was afraid of, was the work of the dragon who ruled this part of the desert. I had crossed him, some years before, as I dared to expand the reaches of my own territory into his. I had ruled another area back then, a temporary place where the storms beat and bothered the trees whenever I wished and none with my favor were affected by them. Not too often, at least.

And after a gamble that did not work, I fell into his power. He laughed as his arch magician turned me into this, stripping me of my rightful magnificence. He laughed and it echoed through my scales and it rang through my soul. And then I became as I am now, lower to the ground, smaller. A joke, in some ways, as the one similarity between this creature and my own kind was our birth in quartets, always coming into the world as one part of four.

Do you suspect, my captive listener?

Do you have a thought as to why this dragon made me as I am through the will of the magician who can do everything he cannot, for this dragon never cared to spend the time necessary for the learning of transmogrification?

Think about it.

The second night, the cactus-forms carried her to the new towers, though I suspect she allowed them to think she needed their assistance to soar.

She summoned me again, though I was so close already she barely needed to. I could not bear not to see the outcome of this. To gain such a source of water would mean so much more power for this dragon, the ability to support so many more followers, so many more captives. So much more fear.

The three towers filled up with water captured, oceans reaching unnaturally toward the sky, a storm in reverse. She watched as I performed the magic and I imagined her capturing the details of me, of my work, freezing the memories to learn from them.

I hated helping the dragon.

Had I been in my true form I would've turned that hatred into storms, wracking this land of his that was unused to such weather. I would have pummeled his domain with the fury of the skies until it was worn down to nothingness. Nothing but his strangled hopes.

But the girl was a name worker.

My future name that night, of those yet to come, sharing pieces of my scales, of my fire, holding me in their past names. A dragon who thinks to get above themself, such as that is for dragons, is still nothing more than one scale in an enormous beast of names. No matter what, their present names are always tied in to the other three of their quartet, the three they came into this world alongside.

She gave me my future name and I prepared to beg for my third, to terrify her into it if necessary, though I knew I would never actually strike against her. Before that, the dragon interrupted. Perched, waiting, ready, to see the result of his next gamble. 

Word was sent out to other dragons. Word that the dragon was ready for war, and ready to face all those who dared to come challenge him, before he struck out into the world to challenge the rest of them himself.

The word was sent out by my brother dragon, he who had been one of the four of us born at the same time. One of a mother who flew away immediately, for dragons always raise themselves. The dragon who couldn’t raise themself did not deserve to live.

My brother dragon, who cast this curse on me when I came too close to his power. My brother dragon who I was now forced to help.

My brother dragon saw the three towers topped up with water. And built nine more, accompanied by the same command. We should not have been surprised. With war coming, the water was not only sustenance but power. Any dragon with such a powerful magician at his fingertips was to be feared, and proper time must be taken to figure out a strategy to combat such a magician. That gave him more time for his own maneuvers. He would use that.

The third night came, as third nights tend to follow directly after second nights, the heavens playing along with the ploys of us dragons who flail about on this world. And I helped her fill all nine towers. Harsh caws came from the desert, as birds warned each other of war across the skies.

But when it was done, when it was time for her to give me the last of my names to make me complete again, she merely stared at me.

"I've done all you asked!" I felt thunder in my scales, but this form so small, so nothing, would not bend to my will.

She breathed. "Tell me of the transmogrification." She stared down at the water, but it was no more answer to her questions than it was to mine.

She wanted the secrets of the transmogrification? Of the oldest, most respected, most arcane arts we have, hidden in our caves and our legends and our unreadable texts? To grant that knowledge would make me outcast, so that I could never return to the caves from which I took my learning.

I met her eyes.

"For a price."

She scoffed. "You value your name so little?"

"Not at all," I said. "But you value this enough."

A gamble, a gamble I made.

A gamble that worked.

Knowledge, traded and exchanged, like greetings or kisses or pestilence.

At the end of it I did not care, for I had my true name!

My true name, all the syllables coating my scales and delving into my veins and wrapping themselves around every piece of me, making me what I was supposed to be, the sound of it like a thing of more dimensions than I could fathom rising up my throat.

I roared, with all the power I was owed, and the beat of my wings on either side of me was the sweetest breeze of all time. 

As I came back to myself, I saw who Lillian was.

A girl?

A girl who learned to make herself into a dragon.

So that was her choice of what to do with the knowledge.

Yet I could not reach her scales to see what kind of dragon she made herself. Like mine, their sheen was a thing of stifled sun glare and reflected ocean depth, yet there was a tone to them discordant to me. She was too fierce for me to dare fight, even new as she was.

We are born as four, but she had no such sharing to do. Thus her artificial hatching was a thing of completion, the nurture and strength of four dragons in one exquisite form.

The waters rose, climbing higher like vines of pure liquid racing to overcome the desert.

The towers fell, stone cast every which way, dust and mortar subsumed into the water as a whole other city was built beneath the waves. Creatures older and stranger rose up from the newfound deepness of the sea to populate the ruins.

I looked at the truth of her names, past and future and present.

She allowed me to see the truth of her names.

"Why?" I asked.

She bellowed her story.

The story of seeing herself forgotten in a world built for dragons, so that no one else was powerful. The ways of the world warped and twisted into dragon shape, suitable for them and no one else.

A story of refusing that world.

How she roared.

There was a dragon, in what had been a desert.

And the waters did her bidding.

And the sands became a memory.

And her name cascaded further then fear.
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Originally published in Strange Horizons, January 2024

Your stories make me feel uneasy

Or is that just the glass slicing open

the soles of my feet?

You insist on your modernity

yet

Wolves have been menacing us

since woods were only acorns

We’ve been told

since eternity’s first grumpy yawns

that if we want out of the cinders

we must be the most beautiful

one at the ball

Even if it means

wearing the very heavens

putting up with 

the sun’s exhausting heat

the moon’s cold bite

and all those spiky

bits of stars

Apparently we should abandon

classical pantheons 

and structures

but not the ridiculous

creaking 

insistences

you keep making of us

Only jeweled words 

should escape our lips

Nothing that hisses

or snarls

And no wish we could make

is more worthy 

than beauty

How curious!

How convenient!

According to you

beauty isn’t necessarily 

accompanied by intellect

but intelligence may be provided

by a husband

The same husband 

who might declare

a door forbidden

because it hides

his dead wives?

You would have us be 

so still and quiet

never entering woods

opening doors

touching spindles 

You would give us

fewer options 

than you grant

a clever cat

It seems after all

ancients

and moderns

agree on some things

While engrossed

in your quarrel

here’s a thing you’ve overlooked

I

like so many of us

choose instead

to wear fancy shoes

of my choosing

and shape the world

to suit myself
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Three Dogs
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If patrons’ coin is good I’ll put up with a fair 

bit of nonsense—you have to, running an inn— 

but the guy who showed up with three dogs, 

each clutching a bag of coin in their 

jaws, was quite something

The first dog had more legs than sense,

a pale pink nose, a frantic tail

He was the first to come visit me

his front paws up on the bar, grinning

and wagging furiously

Guy said he was a soldier in the war

—there’s always a war, no surprise with 

all we hear of angry kings—

He was so concerned about the shoddy tinderbox

he thought he was keeping secret from me

The second dog was nearly as wide

as he was tall, all muscle and

imploring eyes, heaved himself

into my lap as I tried to do accounts, 

convinced me snuggles took precedence

Soldier was always in and out with clinking bags 

and that silly little fire starter, mumbling

about witches, princesses, secret plans

Never once thanked me for feeding the dogs

who quickly grew on me, and made me smile

The third dog had a splotchy coat

tall pointed ears, a tendency to spook

I gave him time, praise, bits of chicken

Soon enough he was lingering beside me

barking when a customer got fresh

Around the time I heard tell of a thwarted

attempt to kidnap a princess, the soldier

stopped showing up, I sold all his stuff

which let me patch the roof and buy

the dogs some lovely cuts of beef

There’s some kind of hubbub at the palace

—when isn’t there?—my life goes on

patrons still start fights, skip out on bills

though everything is improved, I find

by the presence of my three dogs
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Originally published in Upon a Thrice Time, Air & Nothingness Press, November 2021

The man who owned one of the finest houses in town was distressed. This distress was a thing often alluded to, in murmurs of pleasurable horror, in the moments just after the man left a room. 

He soared past such commentary with the unconcern of a falcon for such creatures not worthy of being prey. However, with a falcon's perspicacity, the wealthy man sought a doctor of renown, known for her sharp discernment in matters of death.

For the wealthy man's birthday loomed at the end of the frosty winter, bringing with it the particular age beyond which none of his relatives had lived. Their causes of death had differed, accident or illness or the particularly alarming fate of the uncle who'd thought to escape by abandoning the city for a distant mountaintop. But none had lived beyond midnight on that particular birthday, and rumors of the magical abounded. 

This fabled doctor answered the summons gracefully and was soon installed at the wealthy man's elegant town residence. To the annoyance of the man's few but persistent relatives who hovered close in the hopes of snaring themselves mention in the will, the doctor proved immune to their rather obvious pleas for information and attempts to give her gifts. 

Even with her vast skill, there was little the doctor could do but say, "No, you shall not die tonight," and offer soothing potions. The wealthy man wasn't sure what the potions were, as they had little flavor or apparent effect, but kept this to himself. He feared little, and had used that to his advantage against many an economic and social rival, but his own approaching fate scared him. 

As the birthday approached and the days were peppered with visits by sly relations and fascinated friends, the man eyed the doctor doubtfully. He desired more convincing proof that he would live through the fated eve. 

The doctor noticed this doubt, for nearing death wasn't the only thing she knew how to look for. 

When winter's grip on the city was close to melting, drawing rooms ignited with news of a particular scholar's return after much time away. This scholar, a researcher of magics, was the last scion of a family that had fallen into disrepute before abandoning the city. 

Upon arriving, the scholar spoke of his researches to a curated selection of gossips. Eventually the scholar received an invitation, thick paper and rich blue ink suggesting his reputation intrigued the man who owned one of the finest houses in town. 

At the wealthy man's request, the doctor joined him in receiving the scholar the following evening. The doctor's face demonstrated less tact than vexation, as she'd unsuccessfully entreated the man not to meet with this scholar. 

"Tell me of your work," the wealthy man ordered. Though his birthday was still some days away, he’d taken to lighting battalions of candles in every room, as if daring the fabled midnight to overcome their illumination. 

The scholar began: "In my researches, I've found references to...malevolent magical forces such as the one that has caused so many tragic anniversaries for your family. And"—his voice quickened—"I have thoughts on how further tragedies might be averted." 

The doctor's hands clenched tightly, drawing the wealthy man's notice. 

"But such researches take time, and"—the scholar paused delicately—"funds." He hurried past the word as if despising it. "If you found yourself capable of contributing to my efforts, you have my assurance you would be the first to benefit—"

"Enough!" bellowed the doctor. "Sir, I cannot countenance this. You know of this scholar by reputation only. But I myself have attended a conference at his former university, where this scholar presented on magical research."

The doctor regarded the scholar with the focus and erudition she had turned on so many who sought to know death’s designs. The scholar’s face, fixed in mild surprise, gave no indication he recognized the doctor. 

"In seeing this scholar present his work," the doctor continued, "I discerned that he was soon to die." She implored the wealthy man. "Have you ever known me to be wrong?" 

He couldn't argue with the doctor's reputation, presented to him as it had been by so many trusted sources. "I have not." His tone sharpened, "I hope the fees I pay you ensure your success continues." 

The doctor nodded gratefully, before returning to the scholar. "I admit, you resemble that scholar whose researches might have served my patient. Yet"—she faltered—"sir, I hesitate to alarm you with stories of evil magics."

The wealthy man insisted he was prepared to hear such stories. Absently, he reignited a candle that flickered out beside him. 

"I suggest you are merely a shadow of the scholar whose name you use, who has taken on his own existence. Furthermore, I suspect you caused the death I foresaw for the scholar." She raised her chin in quiet, confident accusation. 

The supposed scholar protested, but the doctor gestured to the room's candles. The room filled with a force greater than them all, seething with the power to end lives. For an instant, there was no scholar, only the cast shadow of a person who wasn't present. When the refined scholarly outlines returned, they bore an expression of scornful regret. 

"I know this man is not meant to die," the doctor said. "I can in fact heal him myself. Which forces me to believe you seek to cheat my patient." 

The candlelight seemed to brighten as the wealthy man declared, "Out with you!" 

The scholar left. The man turned to the doctor with greater trust than ever before, and her eyes coruscated with triumph and candlelight. 

When spring crept near, bringing the fated birthday, the man turned away the still-lurking family members. Candles filled the room as midnight approached. 

"Here," said the doctor, "have some more potion, to soothe you."

Soothe it did, despite the sensation in the air of thwarted fury, which the doctor pointedly ignored. If the wealthy man noticed, he ascribed it to his overstrained imagination. The potion soothed so well that the next day, still alive, he altered his will, ensuring his trusted doctor would be well provided for.

Curiously, soon afterwards the doctor's reputation gained a blemish, as the wealthy man died. Distraught, the doctor would speak to no one. Much was made of her great devotion to her patient.

Much was also made of the will, though the relatives were unsuccessful in this endeavor. 

Early in the following summer, in a town scented by the sea, two figures met at night in a room of what had until recently been the wealthy man's seaside retreat. 

The first figure was the doctor, whose departure from the city had gone nearly unnoticed under cover of grief and nightfall. 

The second, emerging from the shore's wavering shadows as though in harmony with them, was the supposed scholar. 

The two had, in truth, first met at a conference concerned with magic. They'd recognized each other's connections to forces unusual, her unique understanding of death and his origin as a shadow.

They'd also recognized their shared detestation of a particular man who made a practice of driving his rivals to ruin. A man who'd given no thought to the descendants of such rivals, who might have watched their loved ones weep and thought of revenge. 

Now they were reunited, triumphant, with a home by the sea and enough to be comfortable. 

Yet as they embraced, the doctor sensed vengeance approaching. This was the punishment for misusing her talent, as she'd kept the wealthy man alive past when he should have died, to ensure the will's alteration. 

Before such vengeance could arrive, the doctor put out the room's sole candle and closed the curtains, so the sea's reflected starlight couldn't give them away.
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Two Sisters
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Originally published in Star*Line 46.3, July 2023

We must not forget

two sisters who sought

a great witch’s tutelage

So they could speak into life 

what we so dearly needed

when our ships brought us here

From the lips of the first, came flora

from the second, fauna

So this world, new to us

might balance

might blossom

might be beautiful

Forming a home 

to nourish

every leaf, paw, fin, heart
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Sif
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Long hair is a pain to care for

The washing the brushing

all the stuff it snags on

But were I to cut it? 

Calamity!

For the other gods

who do not have to tend it

adore it so

At times like these 

mischief gods can be so useful

Loki stole my tresses

freed me of the ideal fixed

upon my scalp

wind-tossed as a war banner

And while this new state lasted

it was glorious
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The Chef, the Duck, and the Banquet
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"I need you to fetch one of Spellworker Alexion's magical apricots." 

Sandrine noticed her boss, Chef Alinette, held one of her largest kitchen knives as she gave this order. 

"Good luck." Henri muttered, without looking up from the tarragon he was chopping on the nearby countertop. 

"Couldn't we make something else?" Sandrine offered. 

Chef Alinette's eyes narrowed. "Sure. Find me fruit from another tree producing bountiful magical produce and we'll use that in the dessert." 

Silence briefly reigned in the kitchen. Henri chopped faster, hoping to look dedicated. 

"The ever-dour Spellworker Strophe," Alinette continued, "is not going to choose someone to cater her banquet just because they do a great marinated sea bream. We need something magic to set ourselves apart."

Spellworker Miriam Strophe, head of the Ashbellian League, was known for three things: being worth the exorbitant fees she charged for her spell work, being believed constitutionally incapable of mirth, and throwing a yearly banquet attended by everyone who was everyone in Ashbellian City. 

"But"—Sandrine looked at Henri and Cristine, who both ignored her—"you heard them!" 

Henri and Cristine, the sous chef, had both already been sent after the same fruit.

"Weird bird," Christine muttered, not for the first time since returned from that failed errand. She still couldn't walk outside without cringing, though she managed to glare at Sandrine when the Chef wasn’t looking without issue. 

Chef Alinette's eyes flicked critically toward Christine. When she spoke again, her voice was surprisingly vulnerable. "If we can get the Spellworker to hire us for her banquet, everything'll change for this place."

Sandrine had noticed the lack of reservations the past few weeks. 

Alinette sighed. "And I'd make sure the Spellworker knew who was responsible for the delicious apricot dessert we'd be serving."

Though Sandrine had been at the restaurant for nearly a year, the rest of the staff still treated her like she had no idea what she was doing. She'd left the culinary academy with high marks and high hopes, only to crash into complicated, humdrum sadness once she reached Ashbellian City. This job had seemed amazing, but the initial period of adjustment refused to end. 

"I'll get you the apricot." 

Like most of Ashbellian's League-chartered Spellworkers, Lurrin Alexion owned a manor within a short walk of the League's headquarters. Alexion's prowess in botanical magic was illustrated by the many fruit trees stretching above the stone walls that surrounded the Spellworker's property. Most numerous of all were the apricot trees, their yellow-orange fruits gleaming as if covered not in skin but in paint. 

Any fervor that had propelled Sandrine this far died a rapid death as she stared up at the apricots. How in the world was she meant to get them? Even if she could, and even if their tasting with the Spellworker that afternoon went well, they'd only need to steal more of the fruit to make desserts for the banquet itself. A lot of it. 

Spellworker Alexion refused to sell any of his produce, preferring instead to watch others' envy.

Even from this side of the wall, Sandrine could hear the clanking, sputtering sounds of clockworks pruning and watering the trees. 

Suddenly, the air in front of her filled with a commotion of flapping wings and shrill shrieking.

Sandrine threw her hands over her face, trying to take herself out of the path of whatever was flailing at her.

"Get me out of here!" a voice called. 

Some of the hubbub abated. Sandrine lowered her hands just enough to see a clockwork bird hovering in front of her. It was not unlike the clockwork birds the city used to carry messages, gleaming silver with splashes of cool blue and green along the sharp outlines of their wings, with a dark beak. But the city’s clockwork birds did not talk. 

"Get me out of here," the clockwork bird, which on closer inspection appeared to be a small duck, demanded. "I need you to bring me to the League of Spellworkers!"

Sandrine gaped, dimly remembering the Henri’s and Christine’s reports of the "weird bird" as she peered at the hovering creature. "Get me one of those apricots," she said, "and I'll take you wherever you need." 

She'd expected the bird to argue, but the duck only twitched her wings in a pattern that didn't look possible considering her clockwork construction. Sandrine tilted her head, confused. Near-translucent streams of air stretched back from the birds' wings, in the direction of Alexion's house. 

With a screech, the bird flew back until she was level with the nearest tree's fruit. She reached out her beak, grabbed an apricot, and returned to land painfully on Sandrine's shoulder, spitting the fruit into her palms.

"We need to get going," the duck insisted.

"We need to get back to the restaurant so I don't end up in Alinette's next cassoulet," Sandrine said as she began walking back, the apricot tucked safely into her handbag. Unsurprisingly, Alinette hadn't offered her fare to take one of the carriages puffing noisily along the roads. "Besides, we're heading to the League after that." As head of the Ashbellian League, Miriam Strophe resided within that organization’s stronghold. 

The duck opened her mouth again, but suddenly shuddered as if she were cold and didn't complain.

"Why are you doing this, anyway?" the duck asked several moments later.

"To keep my job!" Sandrine grumbled. "Do I get to know why I'm being menaced by a clockwork duck?" She'd had to tell that duck that if she wanted to remain on Sandrine's shoulder, she had to stop flapping. 

"A clockwork duck who got you what you wanted," the duck hissed. "And besides, I'm not a duck! I'm a Spellworker, but that fool Alexion trapped me in this ridiculous form!"

"And the League can fix that?" 

One of the city's clockwork messenger birds flew by then, emitting a screeching sound that suggested it would need to be rewound before it could reach its destination. 

"I don't even need them." The duck's exasperation was clear. "I just need to be in the building. The protections worked into the League's stronghold undo malignant spells like the ones Alexion used on me. But when he did it, he bound my power to his house, same as he keeps those trees safe from thieves like yourself. That's how I could take the fruit. Spells didn't recognize me as a threat."

Sandrine bristled, but then thought of the strange air currents she'd seen around the duck. Had those been a spell?

"But that means," the duck continued, with a sort of imperiousness that made it easier for Sandrine to believe the bird really was a Spellworker, "that I get weaker the further I get from his house. So I can't make it to the League by myself."

"Who are you supposed to be?" Sandrine asked. There weren't that many Spellworkers in Ashbellian City. She knew none of them personally, but had heard of most, by virtue of Alinette bemoaning their total lack of patronage at the restaurant. 

The duck puffed out her metallic chest feathers. "Spellworker Theodosia D'Ozell!"

Sandrine didn’t slow her pace as she glanced at the duck still atop her shoulder. "I've never heard of you." 

"Of course you haven't! I made sure of that, so I could do my work without interruptions." The duck tossed her head. "People know you're a Spellworker and all they do is want things. Fix my broken gate, Spellworker! Help me choose an auspicious name for my child, Spellworker! It never ends." 

Sandrine took a small, grim satisfaction in finally getting the clockwork duck to do something for someone else. It didn't last long.

"You there, with the clockwork!"

Sandrine stopped, startled, and turned to see several figures pouring from the open door of a nearby cafe, accompanied by the hissing of the cafe's enormous coffee grinder and a cloud of coffee-scented steam. 

"That clockwork duck just spoke!" cried the first of them, a long-limbed man with a pair of goggles hanging from his neck and smudge of something grey on the side of his face. Behind him were two women carrying silver parasols accented with what Sandrine thought were disassembled bits of clockwork, who both exclaimed in surprise as they examined the clockwork duck. 

"The codicils," one of the women proclaimed, as she drew a large magnifying glass out of the pocket of her full purple skirt, "do not allow sentience spells to be implanted in clockwork!" She peered at the duck once more, made a satisfied noise, and returned the glass to her pocket. "As the most senior representative of Ashbellian City's chapter of the Society for Clockwork Pursuits―"

The other woman rolled her eyes, "Give it up, Amelia." 

Amelia reached for the duck with a purple-gloved hand, "I am hereby confiscating―" 

The duck snapped her beak, and as Amelia started, one of her hands touched the bird's left wing. 

Amelia's face twisted in confusion as she tried to pull her hand away. "I'm stuck!"

With no regard for the still-snapping duck, the man donned his goggles and leaned closer, as the other woman removed what looked like a brooch from her corset and extended it into a small telescopic device. 

"No," Sandrine said, "don't―"

The clockwork duck made a noise Sandrine hadn't realized could be made by either clockwork or ducks, as the other two people also became attached to the duck's wings. 

Sandrine gave the duck her most pointed look. Further down the street, the clockwork messenger bird grew noisier and then spiraled sadly down into the roof of a haberdashery.

"The spell Alexion used," the duck said after a brief interval of profanity, "reversed my own magics. He wanted to ensure that any attempts to break out would only confine me more tightly."

Sandrine gestured to the three people now hanging off the duck's left wing, standing closer to Sandrine that she preferred to be to strangers. 

The duck sighed. "As you might have gathered, I much preferred to have people leave me alone."

Sandrine reminded herself that if she ground her teeth too much, she would develop a headache. "And now?" 

The duck thrust her break toward the sky.

"You can't just be haughty at me and hope I'll forget my question." Sandrine said. 

The duck hid her face under her right wing and said, "Now they can't stay away from me." 

Before Sandrine could respond, a loud whirring sound cut through the noises of traffic. They all turned toward it, an awkward motion that involved much apologizing and glaring. 

Approaching from the far end of the street were two figures in neat grey hats and suits, borne aloft by large clockwork wings attached to harnesses that stretched across their chests. Plumes of steam trailed behind them. 

"He called the constabulary on us," the duck said, looking at Sandrine as if she'd know what to do. "He knows they'll run themselves ragged if there's clockwork theft involved."

The man's eyes went wide behind his goggles. "This is a stolen illicitly bespelled clockwork?"

"I suggest we run," the duck said, her feet pattering painfully on Sandrine's shoulder. 

The reluctant companions did just that, though not with elegance. 

"As the most senior representative―"

"Amelia, the enchanted clockwork duck doesn't seem to care."

"Just think what an interesting article we'll be able to contribute to the Society’s monthly newsletter!"
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